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BOOK
REVIEWS
The Economics of Biodiversity Conservation:Valuation of TropicalForest
Ecosystems. By K.N. Ninan, with S. Jyothis, P. Babu & V. Ramakrishnappa.
London: Earthscan, 2007. Pp. 264 + xxiii. $115.00 hardbound.
Biodiversity is an important natural capital asset that is being
rapidly degraded in several parts of the world. This has prompted
widespread concern among scholars, environmentalists, researchers, and
policy makers who want to understand not only the extent of biodiversity
loss but also the factors that underlie it. Understanding these issues is
critical in crafting policies aimed at stemming the loss of biodiversity. This
volume is a significant and timely contribution to the scholarship on the
economic issues that underlie biodiversity loss in developing countries. The
volume contains six chapters that address diverse issues in the economics
of biodiversity conservation with a focus on the role of valuation in forest
ecosystems. The book is based on several case studies that focus on the
tropical forests of the Western Ghats region in southern India, which is one
of the 25 biodiversity hotspots identified in the world.
Chapter 1 is an introductory chapter that discusses the importance
and significance of biodiversity in sustainable development, the
biodiversity potential of tropical forests, the factors that underlie
biodiversity loss in tropical regions, and the economic rationale for
biodiversity conservation. The chapter describes the forest and wildlife
resources of the Western Ghats region, outlines the changes that have been
occurring to the ecosystem in the region, discusses the major factors
responsible for the rapid loss of biodiversity in the region, and argues that
appropriate policies need to be adopted to conserve the region's
biodiversity. The chapter then presents estimates of the economic values of
biodiversity goods and services derived from several studies in a cross
section of countries. These estimates are important in highlighting the
benefits that society can obtain from biodiversity and provide an economic
rationale for its conservation. The chapter also discusses how the different
values that biodiversity provides have been categorized in the literature and
the techniques that can be used to obtain estimates of these values.
Chapter 2 examines the patterns and changes in land use in
Western Ghats, the population and livestock pressures on the region's
forests and other natural resources, the changes in cropping patterns, and
the changes in the wildlife populations. The chapter presents detailed data
indicating that the area under cultivation in the region has been increasing
due to diversion of land under permanent pastures and grazing lands; that
this has resulted in greater pressure on the natural forests; that although the
area under open forests has increased, the area under dense forests has
declined considerably; that the population and livestock pressure on
forestland and other natural resources has been increasing; and that the
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area under plantation crops such as coffee has increased significantly due
to favorable prices. The favorable prices have therefore encouraged the
farmers in the region to deforest and encroach on forestlands, thus
endangering biodiversity. The chapter further argues that the population
of endangered wildlife species in the region increased steadily in the past
two to three decades but has now stagnated and started to decline. The
wildlife whose population has been declining includes keystone species
such as tigers and elephants and indicates that the health of the region's
ecosystem has been declining. The major threats to wildlife in the region are
the reduction in the forest cover, continued poaching, and a flourishing
trade in wildlife products.
Chapter 3 discusses a variety of economic issues related to
biodiversity conservation in Maldari, which is a coffee growing village in
Western Ghats. The chapter is critical of establishing protected areas to
conserve biodiversity since it entails substantial opportunity costs. In
Maldari, these opportunity costs include the high coffee benefits that must
be forgone when protected areas are established and the considerable
damage that wildlife in protected areas cause to the local communities.
Although there is a program to compensate farmers for the wildlife damage
that they sustain, many farmers do not benefit from this program due to the
high transaction costs involved in filing compensation claims. Another
disincentive to biodiversity conservation has been the high price of coffee
that has made coffee growing a very attractive enterprise. The chapter then
presents data to show that the local community supports the conservation
of biodiversity due to its bequest value, ecosystem and livelihood functions,
and option value. Finally, the chapter presents a strong case for
decentralized participatory approaches to biodiversity conservation that are
preferred by the local communities and are therefore likely to be more
effective than other institutional alternatives.
Chapter 4 examines the economic and social aspects of biodiversity
conservation from the perspective of the tribal communities living inside
and on the periphery of Nagarhole National Park. This is one of the
biodiversity-rich protected areas in Western Ghats. Like chapter 3, this
chapter is also highly critical of approaches to biodiversity conservation that
exclude local communities and argues strongly for participatory
approaches. The chapter points out that biodiversity in the region is facing
immense pressure due to anthropogenic factors; that conservation is costly
to the local communities because the wildlife cause damage to their crops
and endanger human lives; and that local communities have little incentive
to cooperate with conservation efforts that limit their traditional rights and
access to the resources in the protected areas. The chapter also asserts that
although the park generates both domestic and international tourism
benefits, the benefits to the local community are small and the park is
heavily subsidized by the government. It is interesting that the local
community had a positive attitude toward the conservation of Nagarhole
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National Park even at the cost of forfeiting the non-timber benefits that they
would otherwise obtain from the park.
Chapter 5 discusses the utilization of forest resources in two agropastoral villages located within and on the periphery of the Dandelli
Wildlife Sanctuary in Uttar Kannada district. Although this region had rich
forest and wildlife resources in the past, these have progressively been
decimated due to the assertion of state rights, the commercialization of
forests, and the establishment of hydroelectric and mining projects. The
weakening of cultural traditions (e.g., maintaining sacred groves and the
communal management of reserves) has also contributed toward this trend.
Furthermore, the high net benefits from crops such as cotton and rice have
resulted in the widespread conversion of forest land to agricultural land to
grow these crops. Thus, biodiversity conservation in this region has
substantial opportunity costs since the local communities must forfeit the
high net benefits from crop production. Biodiversity conservation also has
the effect of increasing the wildlife population that in turn causes increased
damage to crops and property. This region also has programs to
compensate the local communities for the wildlife damage that they sustain.
However, most households do not benefit from these programs due to the
high transaction costs involved and the requirement that claimants hold
secure titles to their land. In spite of this, most households in the study area
are reported to be supportive of environmental conservation in general and
biodiversity conservation in particular.
The book concludes in chapter 6 with a summary of the main
findings and a discussion of their policy implications. These findings are
that the forests in Western Ghats provide the local communities with a
variety of products and services; that in the past decade the region's forests
and biological resources have been extensively degraded due to
demographic and economic pressures, market failures, and inappropriate
policies; and that the opportunity costs of biodiversity conservation in the
region are quite high so that in several cases it is primarily the unpriced and
non-market benefits that justify biodiversity conservation. Successful
conservation efforts therefore require that the local communities be
adequately and appropriately compensated for the losses they are likely to
bear. Effective mechanisms are also needed to enforce the existing forest
and wildlife protection laws.
This book is a useful addition to the literature on the economics of
biodiversity conservation. It addresses important real-world policy issues
in a clear, non-technical, and accessible manner. The major strengths of the
book are the several detailed case studies presented to explore the trends
and threats to biodiversity in Western Ghats and its focus on a developing
country in which biodiversity conservation is critical for both sustainable
development and poverty alleviation. The book also presents a lot of useful
data and good examples to support the arguments made. Some of the
examples are from other developing countries and therefore enable cross
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country comparisons to be made in addition to providing insights into the
status of biodiversity in these countries and the measures these countries
have put in place to stem the loss of biodiversity. The book has an excellent
stand alone concluding chapter that nicely distills the key findings and sets
out their policy implications. The book is however repetitive in several
places and rather weak on theory and statistical analyses. Some of its
recommendations (e.g., beheading and life imprisonment of those who
violate wildlife laws) are absurd and unjustified. Overall, however, the
book is useful and informative and will prove valuable to students,
academics, researchers, natural resource managers, and policy makers.
Collins Ayoo
University of Calgary

The Big Oyster: History on the Half Shell. By Mark Kurlansky. New York:
Ballantine Books, 2006. Pp. 336. $14.95 paperback.
Oyster Shell Shocked
Mark Kurlanksy has astutely recorded contemporary life for a
quarter century. An inveterate New Yorker, gourmet, and author of a dozen
books, Kurlansky has fascinated readers with tales that range across a broad
spectrum, which includes cod, salt, Basques, European Jewry, and the
Caribbean Islands. The writer has specifically authored excellent work on
environmental issues and the natural world.
Historians, oyster lovers, and Manhattan aficionados eagerly
anticipated Kurlansky's most recent work, titled The Big Oyster. This
volume is a compendium on Crassostrea Virginica, better known as the
Eastern Oyster. The species is part of the bivalvular mollusk family, which
means that oysters are two-shelled creatures. Filter feeders, the bivalves
pump water through their bodies and extract plankton and additional
microscopic organisms for sustenance. The mollusks spend virtually their
whole existence in beds lining the bottoms of shallow estuaries and rivers.
Crassostrea Virginica is fascinating and not only for reasons of
science. Kurlansky attempts to demonstrate all the ways that the miraculous
bivalve has affected New York's origins and spectacular development. The
writer adroitly weaves into his story oyster tales that implicate many
legendary venues and revered figures of American, but especially
Manhattan, history. For example, the author describes how the plentiful
oysters thriving in waterways around the island enabled its Native
American inhabitants to prosper, sustained the Dutch colony (which Peter
Stuyvesant established after purchasing Manhattan from the Lenape
Indians) and the English settlers who later governed New York, and
supported Americans who populated Manhattan after the Revolution.

